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10 
JOSEPH H. PRESTON 
Plot, Paranoia, 
and Popular Festivals1 
In England during late autumn, preparations are underway for the celebration of 
a popular festival known as Guy Fawkes Day or, alternatively, as Bonfire Night. 
Although some Americans are dimly aware of this holiday, they rarely know of the 
"Gunpowder Plot" which not only provided the basis for these celebrations, but also 
powerfully strengthened religious paranoia and even made its contribution to Moth-
er Goose. 
The plot in question was initially formulated in 1603, early in the reign of James 
I, when two Catholics, Robert Catesby and Thomas Percy, concoted a plan to blow 
up the King and Parliament in a diabolical doomsday blast. Although their precise 
goals are unclear, they apparently hoped the resulting power vacuum would enable 
them to achieve a Catholic succession to the English throne. By 1605 Catesby and 
Percy had enlarged the circle of plotters to thirteen (an unlucky number as it turned 
out) and had succeeded in smuggling twenty barrels of gunpowder into the basement 
of Parliament. After placing iron bars on top of the gunpowder to heighten the force 
of the impact, they covered the whole with firewood to disguise their intentions. The 
conspirators planned to set off this charge at the beginning of Parliament, November 
5th, when the King traditionally made an opening speech in the presence of the two 
Houses, the Privy Council and leading members of the judiciary.2 
By enlarging the circle of plotters, however, they weakened their security arrange-
ments; one of them, Francis Tresham, concerned with the number of Catholic peers 
who would perish, decided to warn his brother-in-law, Lord Mounteagle. The latter, 
in turn, provided a cryptic clue to Sir Robert Cecil, King James' principal advisor. 
On the basis of this hint, Cecil ordered a search of the Parliament buildings on Novem-
ber 4th, and one of the conspirators, Guy Fawkes, was found in the cellar with the 
firewood. When asked to whom it belonged, Fawkes responded, "Thomas Percy" -
a name strongly identified with the Catholic faith. When James was informed he 
ordered a more thorough search, and at about eleven o'clock of the same evening, 
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1 1  
t h e y  d i s c o v e r e d  t h e  g u n p o w d e r  a n d  a r r e s t e d  F a w k e s .
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I t  i s  a  m i n o r  m y s t e r y  w h y  G u y  
F a w k e s '  n a m e  c o n t i n u e s  t o  b e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  e v e n t ,  a n d  t h e  m a j o r  c o n s p i r a t o r s  
a r e  l a r g e l y  f o r g o t t e n .  
D u r i n g  t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  i n t e r r o g a t i o n s  a n d  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  t h e  e n o r m i t y  o f  t h e  p l o t  
w a s  r e v e a l e d  a n d  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  c o n s p i r a t o r s  i d e n t i f i e d  a n d  e x e c u t e d .  T h e  E n g l i s h  p e o p l e  
w e r e  h o r r i f i e d  a t  t h e  n e a r  s u c c e s s  o f  t h e  s c h e m e  b u t  r e l i e v e d  a n d  j u b i l a n t  a t  i t s  u l t i -
m a t e  f a i l u r e .  I t s  p r i n c i p a l  i m m e d i a t e  e f f e c t ,  h o w e v e r ,  w a s  t o  s t r e n g t h e n  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  
f e a r  a n d  h a t r e d  o f  C a t h o l i c i s m .  T h o s e  e m o t i o n s  w e r e  a l r e a d y  p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  c o u n t r y  
a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  e a r l i e r  C a t h o l i c  p l o t s ,  u n s u c c e s s f u l l y  d i r e c t e d  a g a i n s t  Q u e e n  E l i z a b e t h  
( 1 5 5 8 - 1 6 0 3 )  w i t h  t h e  e x p r e s s  p u r p o s e  o f  p u t t i n g  M a r y ,  Q u e e n  o f  S c o t s ,  o n  t h e  t h r o n e .  
T h e s e  h a d  i n c l u d e d  t h e  R i d o l f i  P l o t  o f  1 5 7 1  a n d  t h e  B a b i n g t o n  P l o t  o f  1 5 8 6 .  F o l l o w -
i n g  t h e  e x e c u t i o n  o f  M a r y ,  P h i l i p  I I  o f  S p a i n  h a d  s e n t  t h e  i l l - f a t e d  A r m a d a  ( 1 5 8 8 )  
o n  i t s  v o y a g e ,  i n  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  i m p o s e  C a t h o l i c i s m  o n  t h e  E n g l i s h  b y  f o r c e .  T h e s e  
E n g l i s h  e x p e r i e n c e s  h a d  b e e n  r e i n f o r c e d  b y  t h e  S t .  B a r t h o l o m e w ' s  D a y  M a s s a c r e  ( 1 5 7 2 )  
i n  F r a n c e ,  w h e n  s o m e  6 , 0 0 0  H u g u e n o t s  ( C a l v i n i s t s )  h a d  b e e n  k i l l e d .  E n g l i s h  P r o t e s -
t a n t s  w e r e  b o u n d  t o  v i e w  t h e  G u n p o w d e r  P l o t  a s  s i m p l y  o n e  m o r e  e x a m p l e  o f  e n d e m i c  
C a t h o l i c  p e r f i d y  a n d  t r e a c h e r y  a n d  o n e  t h a t  h a d  c o m e  a l a r m i n g l y  c l o s e  t o  s u c c e s s .  
T h i s  g r o w i n g  f e a r  o f  C a t h o l i c i s m  h a d  a  s t r o n g  i m p a c t  o n  E n g l i s h  p o l i t i c s  t h r o u g h -
o u t  t h e  r e m a i n d e r  o f  t h e  s e v e n t e e n t h  c e n t u r y .  H e n r i e t t a  M a r i a ,  t h e  F r e n c h  C a t h o l i c  
c o n s o r t  o f  C h a r l e s  I  ( 1 6 2 5 - 1 6 4 9 ) ,  w a s  r e g a r d e d  w i t h  d e e p  s u s p i c i o n  a s  a  P a p a l  a g e n t  
a n d  f o r c e d  t o  d i s m i s s  m o s t  o f  h e r  F r e n c h  C a t h o l i c  r e t i n u e .  O n e  o f  t h e  i s s u e s  i n  t h e  
E n g l i s h  C i v i l  W a r  ( 1 6 4 2 - 1 6 4 5 )  w a s  t h e  c o n v i c t i o n  o f  t h e  m o r e  e x t r e m e  P r o t e s t a n t s  t h a t  
t h e  r e l i g i o u s  p o l i c i e s  o f  C h a r l e s  I  a n d  A r c h b i s h o p  L a u d  r e p r e s e n t e d  a  m o v e  i n  t h e  
d i r e c t i o n  o f  C a t h o l i c  p r a c t i c e .  I n  1 6 7 8 ,  t w o  r a t h e r  d i s r e p u t a b l e  E n g l i s h m e n ,  T i t u s  O a t e s  
a n d  I s r a e l  T o n g e ,  s p r e a d  t h e i r  s t o r y  o f  a  C a t h o l i c  p l o t  t o  s p a w n  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  I r e l a n d ,  
s e t  f i r e  t o  t h e  c i t y  o f  L o n d o n ,  m u r d e r  P r o t e s t a n t s  i n  t h e i r  b e d s ,  a n d  a s s a s s i n a t e  t h e  
K i n g .  M a s s  h y s t e r i a  s w e p t  o v e r  t h e  c o u n t r y .  I n n o c e n t  m e n ,  m e r e l y  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  
O a t e s '  a c c u s a t i o n ,  w e r e  c o n v i c t e d  a n d  e x e c u t e d .  T h e  h y s t e r i a  u l t i m a t e l y  s u b s i d e d ,  b u t  
b y  t h i s  t i m e  C h a r l e s  I I ' s  b r o t h e r  J a m e s ,  t h e  h e i r  t o  t h e  t h r o n e ,  h a d  m a d e  p u b l i c  h i s  
c o n v e r s i o n  t o  C a t h o l i c i s m .  A  s p i r i t e d  a l b e i t  u n s u c c e s s f u l  a t t e m p t  w a s  m a d e  t o  e x c l u d e  
J a m e s  f r o m  t h e  t h r o n e .  T h e  p r o p o n e n t s  o f  e x c l u s i o n  w e r e  k n o w n  a s  t h e  W h i g s ,  w h i l e  
J a m e s '  s u p p o r t e r s  w e r e  c a l l e d  T o r i e s ,  t h u s  p r o v i d i n g  e a r l y  p a r t y  l a b e l s .  T h e  c o n t r o v e r s y  
w a s  a l s o  t h e  o c c a s i o n  w h e n  J o h n  D r y d e n  c o n t r i b u t e d  s u p p o r t  t o  t h e  T o r i e s  w i t h  h i s  
p o e m  " A b s a l o m  a n d  A c h i t o p h e l : '  W h e n  J a m e s  I I  d i d  c o m e  t o  t h e  t h r o n e  ( 1 6 8 5 ) ,  h e  
u s e d  h i s  p o w e r  t o  r e m o v e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o n  C a t h o l i c s  a n d  t o  p r o m o t e  t h e m  t o  p o s i t i o n s  
o f  i m p o r t a n c e  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  r e a l m .  I n  t h e  e n s u i n g  b a c k l a s h ,  J a m e s  w a s  d r i v e n  f r o m  
t h e  t h r o n e  a n d  r e p l a c e d  b y  t h e  P r o t e s t a n t  m o n a r c h s ,  W i l l i a m  a n d  M a r y .  O n l y  w i t h  
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the accession of the Protestant Hanoverian dynasty in 1714 did the hysterical fear 
of Catholicism begin to subside. 
The Gunpowder Plot has also induced its share of historical controversy and on 
a predictably partisan basis. Catholic apologists have questioned the very existence 
of a genuine conspiracy. Instead they suggest that it was a hoax invented by Protes-
tants and foisted off on the public with the explicit purpose of inflaming anti-Catholic 
feelings and providing a basis for persecution. In 1897 Fr. John Gerard gave scholarly 
expression to such views with a book titled, WHAT WAS THE GUNPOWDER PLOT?4 
Later the same year Samuel Rawson Gardiner replied - convincingly in the opinion 
of most scholars - with WHAT THE GUNPOWDER PLOf WAS.5 The Catholic 
position received a further setback in 1978 when Nicholas Rodger found a receipt 
in the Public Record Office for the delivery to the Tower of London of 18,000 lbs. 
of gunpowder "for the blowing up of the said house, King, Nobles, and Commons". 
The receipt is dated November 7, 1605. Another contemporary historian, Jenny Wor-
mald, has recently argued that the conspirators were more concerned that James was 
a Scot than about his religious policies.6 The present writer doubts, however, that 
Wormald will succeed in revising the traditional assessment of their motivation. 
It is not exactly clear when Englishmen began observing Guy Fawkes Day as a celebra-
tion of Protestant survival, Parliamentary liberty and English nationalism. It appears 
that the first such celebration was planned in 1605 by Sir George Cornwallis, the 
English ambassador to Spain, but he called it off at the last moment because he was 
not sure the Spaniards were prepared to rejoice with him at the plot's failure.7 A painting 
at New College (Oxford) makes it clear that the event was being commemorated in 
1625, but the painting is based on an earlier engraving of 1612.8 It is safe to hazard, 
therefore, that Englishmen began to observe the day fairly soon after the event. In 
Parliament, itself, the day is observed annually by a PRO FORMA search of the 
parliamentary cellars - even though the present buildings are not on exactly the same 
site. 
Another reminder of the survival of Guy Fawkes Day in collective memory comes 
from the pages of Mother Goose: 
Please to remember the Fifth of November 
Gunpowder, Treason, and Plot 
I see no reason why gunpowder treason 
Should ever be forgot. 9 
An alternate version of this childhood chant is supplied by Flora Thompson (1876-1947): 
Remember, "remember the fifth of November, 
Gunpowder, Treason, and Plot. 
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I n  ( 1 8 7 6 - 1 9 4  7 ) :  
1 3  
A  s t i c k  o r  a  s t a k e  f o r  K i n g  J a m e s '  s a k e .  
W i l l  y o u  p l e a s e  g i v e  u s  a  f a g g o t ?  
I f  y o u  w o n ' t  g i v e  u s  o n e ,  w e ' l l  t a k e  t w o ,  
T h e  b e t t e r  f o r  u s  a n d  t h e  w o r s e  f o r  y o u : '
1 0  
T h i s  s e c o n d  v e r s i o n  r e t r i e v e d  f r o m  F l o r a  T h o m p s o n ' s  c h i l d h o o d  m e m o r i e s  g i v e s  
u s  t w o  k e y s  t o  t h e  w a y s  i n  w h i c h  G u y  F a w k e s  D a y  h a d  b e e n  c e l e b r a t e d  i n  t h e  n i n e -
t e e n t h  c e n t u r y :  t h e  b o n f i r e  a n d  a n  a t m o s p h e r e  o f  p r a n k - p l a y i n g  t h a t  s o m e t i m e s  
d e g e n e r a t e d  i n t o  h o o l i g a n i s m .  I n d e e d  t h e  c l o s i n g  c o u p l e t  e v o k e s  t h e  A m e r i c a n  c r y  
o f  " T r i c k  o r  T r e a t "  j u s t  s i x  d a y s  e a r l i e r .  I n  t h e  t o w n s  a n d  c i t i e s  i t  w a s  m o r e  c o m m o n  
f o r  c h i l d r e n  t o  s o l i c i t  f u n d s  f o r  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n  w i t h  a  c h a n t  o f  " P e n n y  f o r  t h e  G u y : '  
M a l c o l m  Q u i c k ,  o f  B r i g h t o n ,  r e m e m b e r s  a n  e x p a n d e d  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  c h a n t :  
P l e a s e  p u t  a  p e n n y  i n  t h e  o l d  m a n ' s  h a t ,  
I f  y o u  h a v e n ' t  g o t  a  p e n n y  t h e n  a  h a ' p e n n y  w i l l  d o .  
I f  y o u  h a v e n ' t  g o t  a  h a ' p e n n y ,  
T h e n  G o d  b l e s s  y o u .
1 1  
W h i l e  c e l e b r a t o r y  t r a d i t i o n s  v a r i e d  w i d e l y  f r o m  p l a c e  t o  p l a c e ,  t h e  c e n t e r p i e c e  o f  t h e  
f e s t i v i t i e s  w a s  t o  c r e a t e  a n  e f f i g y  o f  G u y  F a w k e s ,  p a r a d e  h i m  t h r o u g h  t h e  s t r e e t s ,  a n d  
i n c i n e r a t e  t h e  e f f i g y  i n  a  b o n f i r e .  
O c c a s i o n a l l y  t h e  t r i c k  p l a y i n g  a s p e c t  g o t  o u t  o f  h a n d  a n d  d e g e n e r a t e d  i n t o  t h e f t  
a n d  v a n d a l i s m ,  a s  i n  A r u n d e l ,  W e s t  S u s s e x  i n  1 8 7 2 .  T h e  l o c a l  p a p e r  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  
e v e n t s  a s  m o r e  r i o t o u s  t h a n  u s u a l  b u t  f a i r l y  c o n v e n t i o n a l  u n t i l  1 1  p . m .  w h e n  " t h e  
d r u n k e n  s c u m  o f  t h e  t o w n ' '  b e g a n  r o l l i n g  f l a m i n g  t a r  b a r r e l s  d o w n  t h e  s t e e p l y  p i t c h e d  
H i g h  S t r e e t .  O n e  b r o k e  u p  c l o s e  t o  t h e  R e d  L i o n ,  a n d  t h e  c r o w d  b e g a n  t h r o w i n g  
o n  f r e s h  f u e l .  T h i s  l e d  t o  a n  a l t e r c a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  c r o w d  a n d  t h e  p o l i c e  w i t h  t h e  
c r o w d  p e l t i n g  t h e  c o n s t a b l e s  w i t h  s t o n e s  a n d  f i r e w o r k s .  T h e  s t r e e t s  w e r e  n o t  c l e a r e d  
u n t i l  1  a . m . ,  a n d  s u m m o n s e s  w e r e  i s s u e d  t o  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  o f f e n d e r s .  L a t e r  i t  w a s  d i s -
c o v e r e d  t h a t  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  s t o l e  t h e  t a r  b a r r e l s  f r o m  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  s i t e  w h e r e  
t h e  D u k e  o f  N o r f o l k  ( E n g l a n d ' s  p r e m i e r  C a t h o l i c  l a y m a n )  w a s  b u i l d i n g  a  c h u r c h  f o r  
h i s  c o - r e l i g i o n i s t s ,  t h u s  d o u b l y  a f f r o n t i n g  t h e  D u k e .
1 2  
T h e  s u b s e q u e n t  f i n e s  f a i l e d  t o  
c u r b  r o w d y i s m ,  h o w e v e r ,  b e c a u s e  i n  1 8 7 9  t h e  N o v e m b e r  5 t h  n o t a t i o n  i n  t h e  A r u n -
d e l  p o l i c e  r e c o r d s  i s  a  l a c o n i c  " B o n f i r e  n i g h t  - v e r y  r o u g h : '  
1 3  
W i t h  t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e ,  
h o w e v e r ,  t h e  m o r e  o r d e r l y  f o l k  o f  t h e  t o w n  h a d  h a d  e n o u g h ,  a n d  t h e y  s o o n  d e v i s e d  
a  m e a n s  o f  c o n t i n u i n g  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n  w h i l e  d i m i n i s h i n g  t h e  t h r e a t  o f  v a n d a l i s m ;  a  
g r o u p  o f  c i t i z e n s  g o t  t o g e t h e r  a n d  o r g a n i z e d  t h e  A r u n d e l  B o n f i r e  S o c i e t y .  E a c h  y e a r  
t h e y  h e l d  a  d i n n e r  a t  T h e  G e n e r a l  A b e r c r o m b i e  t o  p l a n  f o r  t h e  N o v e m b e r  e v e n t  a n d  
o r g a n i z e  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  f u n d - r a i s i n g  a c t i v i t i e s .
1 4  
T h u s  a  r e s p o n s i b l e  g r o u p  o f  a d u l t s  g a i n e d  
c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n .  A r u n d e l  w a s  n o t  u n i q u e  i n  t h i s ;  t h e  s a m e  p r o c e s s  w a s  a t  
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work in other towns and villages throughout the land. 
Fireworks are a popular means of celebrating all kinds of holidays throughout the 
world, but they are especially appropriate for observing the failure of the Gunpowder 
Plot. The English were quick to see they were apposite. So today the conventional 
public celebration includes the manufacture of a "Guy" (traditionally dressed in black 
with three fuses in one hand and a lantern in the other), a torchlight parade, usually 
in costume (Indians, Vikings, and Zulus are popular), fireworks and the inevitable 
bonfire. Fireworks displays are frequently topical and have little or nothing to do with 
the event of 1605. In 1945 one tableau pictured the execution of Hermann Goering; 
in the late '50s Sputniks were popular, and in 1982 one could purchase an Elvis Pres-
ley display for a mere £300!1 5 Sometimes additional effigies are burned to express con-
temporary disapproval. In Arundel in 1884, when Britain was embroiled in the Sudan, 
a figure representing the Mahdi was burned;16 in 1886 it was a "Bulgarian Bear;'17 
and once an effigy of a local bigamist was consigned to the flames.18 Some people, 
of course, prefer private, family celebrations. These frequently include fireworks on 
a smaller scale, a bonfire with a "Guy;' and the roasting of chestnuts and "jacket" 
potatoes. Bellringing is also widespread throughout the country. November 5th is 
known as ringing day and November 4th as ringing night. Food and sweetmeats are 
popular but tend to vary from region to region. Yorkshire favors "Parkin;' a combina-
tion of gingerbread, oatmeal and treacle, but also shares a liking for "Tharf'' cake 
(unleavened) with Lancashire and Derbyshire.'9 
The holiday is celebrated with varying degrees of fervor and intensity, but nowhere 
is the event approached with the seriousness of purpose displayed in Lewes (East Sus-
sex). There it retains a full measure of the anti-Catholic spirit that was so virulent 
in the seventeenth century. Some attribute this survival to the circumstance that seven-
teen Protestant martyrs were burned at the stake in Lewes just outside the Star Inn 
and to the fact that non-conforming Protestantism was especially strong there. But 
others insist that they are just trying to preserve historical tradition. By 1853 several 
bonfire societies had been formed at Lewes in an effort to reduce hooliganism. Today, 
not one but five bonfire societies are active. One of these, The Cliffe, boasts a presi-
dent, vice-president, subscribers, life members, committee members and a list of fif-
teen additional officials. 20 
One aspect of the Lewes tradition that sets it apart from other parts of the country 
is the practice of burning Pope Paul V (1605-1621) in effigy as well as Guy Fawkes. 
Paul V is held by some to have been implicated in the plot. Since 1970 the Lewes 
town council has been asking the societies to abandon this practice because it is so 
offensive to Catholics, but The Cliffe and one other society have refused to do so. 
The Cliffe 
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T h e  C l i f f e  p r o m i n e n t l y  d i s p l a y s  t h e  b a n n e r  o f  " N O  P O P E R Y "  a t  t h e  h e a d  o f  i t s  p r o c e s -
s i o n ,  s t u f f s  t h e  e f f i g y  o f  t h e  P o p e  w i t h  f i r e w o r k s  t o  e n s u r e  h i s  d r a m a t i c  d e m i s e  a n d  
c o n c l u d e s  w i t h  a  r e c i t a t i o n  o f  " T h e  B o n f i r e  P r a y e r " :  
P l e a s e  t o  r e m e m b e r ,  
T h e  f i f t h  o f  N o v e m b e r ,  
G u n p o w d e r ,  T r e a s o n  a n d  P l o t .  
A  f u r d e n  [ f a r t h i n g ]  l o a f  t o  f e e d  o l d  P o p e ,  
A  p e n - w o r t h  o f  c h e e s e  t o  c h o k e  h i m ,  
A  p i n t  o '  b e e r  t o  r e n s e  i t  d o w n ,  
A n  a  f a g g o t  o f  w o o d  t o  b u r n  h i m !  
B u r n  h i m  i n  a  t u b  o '  t a r ,  
B u r n  h i m  l i k e  a  b l a z i n g  s t a r ,  
B u r n  h i s  b o d y  f r o m  h i s  h e a d ,  
T h e n  w e ' l l  s a y  o l d  P o p e  i s  d e a d .  
H i p ,  H i p  H o o - r - r - r a y ! 2
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